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Socialist Realism and
Literary Theory FOR UNDERSTANDABLE REASONS, most discussions of socialist realism resemble elegies more than analyses. They usually lament the passing of the pre-revolutionary tradition, deplore the brutal methods by which literature has been emasculated and writers silenced, and condemn the government Most attempts to define the socialist realist novel do so in terms of a set of features that distinguish it from Western or pre-revolutionary Russian novels. Lists of such defining features usually include all or most of the following:1 MO RSON 3. Themes that seem to Western readers to be singularly unamenable to novelistic treatment. Rather than rivals in love, for example, a socialist realist novel might deal with rival plans for constructing a machine to be used in the centrifugal casting of sewerage pipes (the plot of Not by Bread A lone).
4. The inclusion of political sermons, often in high-flown rhetorical language, even in fiction about apparently apolitical themes.
Perhaps most disturbing to Western
readers, a lack of irony. In possession of the Marxist-Leninist method for solving all problems, the socialist realist novel eschews the kind of ambiguity and limited or individualized point of view that readers of Western novels value and in terms of which they often define literary art. 6 . Strong closure and a mandatory happy or "constructive" ending.
There are numerous problems, however, with this method of definition. For one thing, the catalogue of features will not characterize equally well all socialist realist novels. For example, that Soviet showpiece, The Quiet Don, ends relatively ambiguously and exhibits romantic themes and the sort of psychological complexity typical of pre-revolutionary novels; it resembles Tolstoy' "There is good reason to hope," declared Maxim Gorky, "that, when the history of culture is written by Marxists, we shall see that the bourgeoisie's role in the process of cultural creativity has been grossly exaggerated, particularly in literature, and even more so in the art of painting,"2 and Whatever new "movements," "schools,"
and "forms" appeared would simply be the consequence of this rethinking.
Attempts to redefine art were not, it should be emphasized, confined to Marxists.
In the 1920s, the Revolution could still be different things to different thinkers, and "proletarianism" was but one of many "slaps in the face of public (i.e., bourgeois) taste." There was, perhaps, almost as much dadaism as dogmatism in the various movements of anti-art of those days, movements that, for all their differences, did have a common sense of the spirit of the age being one of fundamental reexamination of the nature of art. It is no accident, for instance, that Mayakovsky, one of the most important formulators of what was eventually to become socialist realism, also participated in some of these other, non-Marxist literary movements. The most important of these other movements for an understanding of socialist realism is, it seems to me, the one that is most often considered its antithesis:
formalism. Into our semantic analysis we thus can reintroduce some of the common conceptions of aesthetics: 'disinterested contemplation,' 'aesthetic distance,' 'framing. ' Defining socialist realism in terms of function will not be an easy task. It will require specifying (1) the place of the literary system within the arts generally and within the culture as a whole, (2) the points of contact of the literary system with neighboring systems, the points at which literature is affected by and affects those neighboring systems, and, perhaps most important, (3) the hierarchy of the several functions that a literary work is expected to serve and the place of the aesthetic function among them. Moreover, defining a literary system as different from ours as socialist realism will mean redefining both its elements and sub-systems, and reexamining terms that seem familiar to us but which, functioning in a different system, have a different significance. The taxonomy and interrelation of genres will also have to be considered; so will such key terms as "plot," "persona," and perhaps most crucial, There are two ways to break the circle.
One could, first of all, redefine "the aesthetic" in other terms. What, we could ask, is the purpose of "purposefulness without purpose," and why do we take such an interest in "disinterested contemplation"? The early formalists pursued this line of reasoning. According to Shklovsky's concept of "defamiliarization," for instance, "dis- This line of reasoning is promising, but still inconclusive. Many central questions remain to be answered. It is possible, for instance, that defamiliarization is only a part of the aesthetic function. Moreover, as Barbara Herrnstein Smith points out, "the aesthetic function" may, in fact, be many functions called by a single name, a complex multiplicity that we have reified as a simple unity.10 For the remainder of this essay, therefore, when I use the terms "the aesthetic" (or "the aesthetic function"), I
regard it as something of a place-holder.
Instead of asking "What is the aesthetic?" we may also break the circle at the opposite point and, following Tolstoy, ask What Is Art? Art is, to begin with, different things in different cultures and periods, and it is by no means the case that the aesthetic function is always the dominant." In the medieval period, for instance, the religious function was more important than the aesthetic, just as a political function predominates in Soviet art. For that matter, even in modern European art, there have often been periods when art in which the aesthetic function is dominant coexists with forms in which it is subordinate. In eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Russia, icons, which were placed in churches, were one thing, and paintings, which were exhibited in museums, were quite another. Socialist realism may, in this sense, be regarded as an heir of the Russian icon (and saint's life).
In defining socialist realism, we should consider whether in socialist realism the aesthetic function is secondary or, perhaps, even less important than that, and determine how much variation is possible in the hierarchical position of the aesthetic function relative to the other functions which that literature is expected to serve. We would also have to decide how the aesthetic function coexists and interacts with the other functions of the literary work, and whether a catalogue of those other functions would include functions art is not expected to serve at all in the West. For instance, the presence of a large number of "task novels" in socialist realism-novels designed to inspire workers with enthusiasm for this or that construction project of the day (the prototype is Gladkov's Cement)-points to When Shklovsky called Sterne the most "typical" novelist and Bakhtin described Rabelais as the key figure in modern West European literature, they were, in effect, rereading Western literature so as to justify the formal peculiarities of Russian literature. 12 The tendency towards philosophical speculation and meta-literary defiance of genre in Russian fiction delayed its reception in the West where, as we know, the first Russian writer to be widely appreciated was the one Russians regarded as the least characteristic of their tradition, Turgenev. Only when philosophical speculation also became important in Western novels did it become possible to "discover" Dostoevsky and Tolstoy as "forerunners" of existentialism and of literary "modernism" as a whole. More recently, the increasing interest in meta-literature among Western writers has made the great Russian novels seem less like baggy monsters and more like skillfully wrought examinations of literary conventions-as, in fact, they were intended to be. Moreover, Western interest in the conventionality of art has been largely responsible for the many studies and translations of Russian formalism now being published; no doubt it has also contributed to the attention that has been paid to the art and theory of Eisenstein, Kandinsky, Malevitch, and Scriabin, all of whom played with the categories of perception in a way characteristic of the becomes the leading genre, epistemology becomes the leading discipline. "15 This definition usually carries with it a sociology that relates the rise of the novel to the rise of the bourgeoisie and individualism; at its best, it also embraces a sociology of reading and, especially of the new readership of the bourgeois era. This sociology of the novel in turn implies a history, a history that makes the novel the product of middle class Europe and locates its beginnings in, let us say, Defoe. In his insistence on the radical difference between the novel and earlier, or non-European prose narratives, Lukacs is typical of this approach to the novel's history. "Only the thoroughly crude ahistoricism of vulgar sociology," he writes, "could be totally blind to these con- A unique self must have a unique story and therefore, it has been argued, novels avoid formulaic plotting. Their plots correspond more or less to the way events "actually happen," that is, they represent the unpredictability of experience and the contingency out of which men must carve coherence. A novel's line of action is plotted, mapped out against an uneven terrain that makes detours and digressions inevitable. Readers of novels are suspicious of a plot line that is too neat or predictable; we fault novels where we might praise folktales.
As Dostoevsky often serves as a key example of the novel defined in terms of psychology, then Tolstoy could be said to take to an extreme the novel's concern with realistic plotting.'1 Tolstoy, indeed, objected to most European novels on the grounds that they were not realistic enough and that their plots still took a relatively formulaic path to a more or less conclusive ending, the sort of ending that cannot obtain in history. Dissatisfaction with the falsity of narrative, both fictional and historical, lies at the heart of War and Peace, and Nikolai Rostov echoes his creator's opinions when he asserts that all narratives necessarily falsify experience in the very act of imposing a narratable coherence on it and so satisfying listeners' expectations of a familiar shape of events. The lack of closure in War and
Peace and Anna Karenina derives, I believe, from this dissatisfaction; and their length resulted from Tolstoy's attempts to provide enough of the contingent and "irrelevant" for the reader to be unable immediately to identify an event as pregnant with future significance simply because it is there. Tolstoy tries to minimize the difference between "living" and "telling," and so to render the experience of reading as close as possible to the experience of experience. Of course, the fact that events take place in a novel makes it impossible for irrelevant details and contingent incidents to be anything but relatively irrelevant or relatively contingent. 19 Tolstoy understood that the novel could not really include anything absolutely irrelevant, and his ultimate rejection of the genre derived from a feeling that the artifice even of such maximally realistic forms as the novel was a kind of falsity to the way things happen (or, rather, do not happen) in an unplanned universe. Based on a historiographical and epistemological skepticism that seems acutely modern, Tolstoy's dissatisfaction with the nineteenthcentury novel was more than a personal Grillet speaks must be, in contrast to its predecessors, both nonrealistic (in the traditional sense) and nonpsychological, and must therefore appear, from the perspective of the nineteenth-century novel, to be nonnovelistic. I will recall at this point that the socialist realist novel, though hardly the sort of new fiction Robbe-Grillet has in mind, is also nonrealistic and nonpsychological. Its creators also believed that "there are no masterpieces in eternity, but only works in history"20 and also insisted on the need for and possibility of a radically different and "non-novelistic" novel.
To create a "new novel" is to create the need for a new history of the novel. As novels cease to have the shape they had in the nineteenth century, definitions that center on realism or psychology and histories that begin with Defoe become less and less tenable. "The fact is that every writer creates his own precursors,'21 writes Borges, and Borges's point applies to literary movements as well. In search of precursors of the modern, newer histories tend to be longer histories. In order to be able to regard the novels of Dickens and Dostoevsky as but one type of novel, they treat the nineteenthcentury novel as but one central moment in the novel's history. Bakhtin, for instance, even suggests that its origins should be traced to ancient prose works, especially
Menippean satire. It follows from such analyses that to define "the novel" in terms of the English novel is to produce a set of norms rather than a definition, and a culturocentric set of norms at that. One might hazard a rough generalization and say that as one goes farther east in Europe, definitions of the novel become more multi-national and cover a longer period. It is harder for a Russian to ignore the English than the reverse.
It is time, I think, to go still farther "east." For in addition to the challenge presented by such post-modernist writers as Borges and Robbe-Grillet, there is another important reason for broadening our definitions and lengthening our histories of the novel, namely the appearance of the novel in non-Western literatures. The novel is now a century old in Turkey and more than half a century in Egypt; and the importation of the novel seems to be one part of the westernization of many non-Western cultures. Since that process of westernization is so widespread and constitutes, perhaps, the most important development of world culture in the modern period, the novel's apparent adaptability gives it a singular importance in the study of world.
(as opposed to European) literature. It is to be expected that the emergence of non-Western novels will gradually lead us to regard the "great tradition" of nineteenth-century European novels as simply a special case, a single moment in the history of the novel-though, of course, the most important one for us. Our concept of the novel is likely to change: the westernization of the East means the easternization of the Western genre. I would like briefly to indicate some of the problems that this new "orientation" is likely to raise, and how the study of socialist realism could be important in answering them.
The most general point to be made is that when something is borrowed it is changed. Here again, I would like to mention the formalists' argument that to borrow means to integrate into a new system and to alter what is borrowed in the very process of translating, understanding, or imitating it. Torn from its native soil, imported works (1) "give us the feeling that they are a finished, complete genre,"22 that is, lose their place in the literary and extraliterary controversies of that moment of the lending culture's history, and (2) acquire a new history and are read against the canons and traditions of their new homeland. The same text therefore becomes, in effect, a different work; read in terms of a new hierarchy of literary func-tions, it comes to serve new functions. Indeed, its ability to be borrowed will depend on this kind of adaptability. If what makes it adaptable is given in its genre or is common to most works of the lending culture at that period, the borrowed work will seem to be characterized by, and valuable for, features and capacities its original readership might not even have noticed.
Moreover, not only will the work change, but so will the system that borrows it. The more central a literary fact the new work becomes, the more will the system have to change in order to assimilate it. The work is always imported as a foreign product, and some awareness of its different significance in a different literary system will always be present. Importation is incipient relativism;
to the extent that the new readers are aware of the different hierarchy of functions the original readership assumed, they will be obliged to recognize their own as but one of many possible hierarchies. Imports, like quotes, can never be wholly out of context just as they can never be wholly in context. To study the spread of the novel in nonWestern cultures, then, would be to study how, in the process of its assimilation, it changes and is changed by its new contexts. One would suspect that, in any culture radically different from our own, the question of just what should or should not be borrowed and assimilated would be a key issue of literary discussion. So it has been in the Soviet Union, which has repeatedly considered its relation to the bourgeois and prerevolutionary traditions on which it draws. In particular, the socialist realist attempt to produce novels that are nonpsychological and that emphasize formulaic, rather than realistic, plotting may turn out to be particularly exemplary in the study of the nov- For both reasons, Russia will have served, or will be able to serve, the function of a mediator between East and West (as it already has in Asia and in Soviet Asia).
Whether ili westernizing or de-westernizing, Russia has conceived of itself as occupying a semi-European, therefore unique and favored, position in world cultural history-a conception that is not entirely exaggerated. No doubt, that double identity is largely responsible for the predominant concern with the philosophy of history in Russian thought and, in particular, for two of the central questions in Russian historical philosophy: (1) what is Europe's place in world history, and (2) can one properly speak of world ("Universal") History, as opposed to the histories of particular peoples at particular times written from a particular point of view, at all. Russia's liminal position with respect to European culture has, I believe, also made Russians especially sensitive to the arbitrariness and conventionality of all social forms. If Peter or Stalin could change those forms overnight, then, Russians had reason to observe, those forms must be his-
